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--Henry Mansel HENRY MANSEL, WRITING IN 1863, was confident in his prediction that the current popular vogue for sensation novels was an ephemeral phase, soon to pass into a deserved oblivion.
Yet by the end of a decade marked by extensive and frequently hysterical debates over the genre, the future Poet Laureate, Alfred Austin, was still bemoaning the ubiquity of sensation fiction: "the world may congratulate itself when the last sensational novel has been written and forgotten" (424). Mansel and Austin would doubtless have been astounded (and appalled) at the current status of mid-Victorian sensation fiction in the realm of academic scholarship. Far from being a long-forgotten, inconsequential moment in literary history, the sensation novels of authors such as Wilkie Collins, Mary Elizabeth Braddon, Ellen Wood, and Ouida have prompted a plethora of critical studies, which have impacted on our wider understanding of the dynamics and influences of mid-Victorian literary and publishing practices.
As Mark Knight noted in his 2009 review of trends in the academic study of the subgenre, "the critical appeal of sensation fiction and Victorian crime shows no sign of abating.
If anything, the first few years of the twenty-first century have seen even greater levels of interest" (323). Since Knight's review essay appeared, these levels of attention have persisted, and the field is currently flourishing. This present essay is an attempt to identify and trace the recent developments in sensation fiction studies with a view to establishing the effects of such work on the wider body of Victorian studies. Given the volume of criticism produced in the last seven years, it is not possible to offer a comprehensive account here.
Instead, I have privileged monographs and critical collections over journal articles for the most part, and attempted to identify perceptible trends in the direction of current scholarship.
Two publications, in 2011 and 2013 respectively, marked a coming-of-age for academic study of sensation fiction. A Companion to Sensation Fiction, published by Wiley Blackwell and edited by Pamela K. Gilbert, provided the first comprehensive guide to and overview of the sub-genre. More than simply an introductory textbook for students, the Blackwell Companion offers depth as well as breadth, encompassing within its four sections and forty-eight chapters, a variety of approaches to individual authors, key themes, influences, precursors, and legacies. Part I, "Before Sensation, 1830-1860," deals with genres that preceded and arguably influenced sensation fiction, such as the Newgate Novel, melodrama, penny fiction and cheap serials, the gothic, realism, and sensation theatre. There is even an interesting chapter, by Kirstie Blair, which examines the under-researched relationship between poetry and sensation fiction, focusing on the genre's connections with Browning, Tennyson, Swinburne, and the Pre-Raphaelite poets. In the second section, "Reading Individual Authors and Texts, 1860-1880," chapters take on an impressive range of novelists, from the better-known names of Collins, Braddon, Charles Reade, Ouida, Rhoda Broughton, and Ellen Wood through to less frequently discussed figures such as Charlotte Brame, Mary Hay, Dora Russell, Amelia B. Edwards, and Edmund Yates. Particular highlights here are Janice M. Allan's essay on Dora Russell, a writer heralded in 1894 as "the sole heir of Miss Braddon" (Gilbert 361) but virtually invisible in modern scholarship, and Graham Law's authoritative chapter on the immensely popular romantic fiction of Charlotte Brame and Mary Hay. The chapters of both Allan and Law contribute significantly to our understanding of sensational fiction in the decades following the 1860s and, in this way, continue the prevalent current tendency to view literary sensationalism in its broader temporal parameters, rather than as a phenomenon largely confined to a single decade.
The space allotted to different writers reflects, to some extent, the current level of critical attention devoted to them. Thus, Collins is given three chapters (a critical overview of his authorship, as well as individual essays on The Woman in White and The Moonstone).
Perhaps surprisingly, given Collins's traditional ascendancy within the genre, Braddon boasts five separate chapters: an overview of her life and work by Lyn Pykett, and essays offering detailed readings of Lady Audley's Secret, The Doctor's Wife, Aurora Floyd, and Joshua
Haggard's Daughter. The space devoted to Braddon reflects the considerable increase in critical attention she has received over recent decades, a point to which I will return. In part III, devoted to "Topics in Scholarship," the reader is offered useful contexts for reading sensation fiction within its historical moment. Class and race, gender, empire, the law, science, and religion are all given careful consideration, as well as critical approaches such as Queer Theory and Disability Studies. The final section, "After Sensation: Legacies," considers the various literary forms into which sensation transmuted: New Woman writing of the fin de siècle, the popular sensationalism of Marie Corelli, the less obvious relationship between sensation fiction and the late nineteenth-century realism of Hardy, Gissing, and Meredith, through to contemporary neo-Victorian fiction. As Gilbert suggests in her introduction, the Companion aims to "give the reader both the broad understanding of sensation and the specific information on the state of scholarship necessary to advance in the comprehension of the literature as well as the production of new scholarship" (9). In this objective the collection succeeds, as its extensive treatment of the genre will ensure it remains an invaluable resource for many years to come, while at the same time pointing the way towards, and providing the impetus for, new directions of enquiry.
Two years after the publication of Blackwell's Companion, sensation fiction studies confirmed its established presence on the academic scene by being admitted to the Cambridge Companion series. Edited by Andrew Mangham, The Cambridge Companion to Sensation Fiction is more streamlined than the Blackwell, containing fifteen commissioned essays on various aspects of the genre. Instead of focusing chapters on specific authors or texts, Mangham chooses to structure the Companion thematically, which allows contributors to place individual writers and novels in dialogue with one another. While this inevitably leads to some overlap at times, the benefit of this structure is the cogent and incisive treatment of key areas in each chapter. As a chief aim of the series is in large part to provide a succinct and informative introduction for university students, the Companion of necessity covers many of the themes and contexts already familiar to those working in the field.
However, in addition to the necessary coverage of the customary topics such as gender, class, MacDonald's contribution argues that gossip in Victorian novels constitutes its own economy, and a specifically female one. MacDonald offers a nuanced argument about the gendered economy of gossip, private information, and reputation, which she links persuasively to the authorial persona that Wood deliberately cultivates. This is the only real weakness of an otherwise fascinating study. The analysis of the rather obvious choices of The Woman in White, Lady Audley's Secret, and East Lynne through the lens of contemporary anxieties about time does offer convincing new insights about the sensational narrative strategies of Collins, Braddon, and Wood. However, the decision to discuss all three novels in a single chapter -whereas the earlier gothic novels were granted more space and consideration -means that the full potential of Albright's argument is unable to emerge, in relation to the sensation genre at least.
A disappointingly predictable choice of texts also marks Elizabeth Steere's 2013 The Female Servant and Sensation Fiction: Kitchen Literature, which, as its title indicates, focuses on the centrality of class in sensation novels and, in particular, the role of servants.
Steere examines contemporary anxieties regarding cross-class reading habits, an issue which has received substantial attention in the existing body of scholarship on the genre, which makes Steere's claim that her focus on the female servant "will yield previously unexplored trends in the genre" (3) a slightly dubious one. The decision to focus on the representation of female servants when, as Steere herself admits, male servants are significant characters in sensation fiction rests on the author's argument that female servants are able to traverse the boundaries of class, family, and society more effectively than their male counterparts. The subsequent readings of key novels support these claims and reveal some intriguing insights about the fluidity of class boundaries and the narrative tensions these provoke. My only real criticism of what is otherwise a useful addition to the growing body of scholarship on sensation fiction is that the choice of novels discussed is rather narrow, and omits some that would have provided fertile ground for this kind of analysis: Collins's No Name and Braddon's Aurora Floyd particularly come to mind. Steere does indeed open up the debate to some extent by making a case for seeing earlier novels such as Jane Eyre and other texts by perceived realist writers (such as Elizabeth Gaskell's "The Grey Woman") as part of the sensation continuum, which she sees as culminating in the contemporary neo-Victorian novels of Sarah Waters. However, although the readings of East Lynne, Lady Audley's Secret, and The Moonstone offer new ideas and insights, there was arguably scope to move beyond these "usual suspects" and explore the rich terrain of mid-nineteenth-century sensationalism that remains under-examined.
Steere's inclusion of Gaskell and the Brontës in her book about the sensation novel is characteristic of the final trend that I will consider in this review: that is, the way in which the discussion of sensation fiction is increasingly taking place alongside criticism of more established canonical texts and authors. This is arguably a sign that sensation fiction studies have reached maturity and attained a "respectability" that was not always the case. It is no longer seen to be necessary to justify the academic study of a branch of the novel that many This boundary is a central focus of Richard Nemesvari's Thomas Hardy, Sensationalism, and the Melodramatic Mode (2011), a study that deconstructs the assumed dichotomy between sensation fiction and realism through an analysis of Hardy's deployment of both modes within his novels. Hardy has long stood on the periphery of the sensation debate, being viewed generally as a novelist of a quite different quality and style to the popular authors with whom the sensation novel is generally associated. Hardy is usually linked to discussions of the genre on the grounds of a single early and allegedly uncharacteristic novel, Desperate Remedies (1871), which has traditionally been treated as something of an embarrassment and seen variously as a false start, a convenient means of breaking into print, or a regrettable mistake in discerning his own true forte as a novelist.
However, as Nemesvari's book testifies, Hardy's relationship to sensationalism is more complex than such explanations would suggest, and Desperate Remedies is not unique in its employment of sensational literary strategies. By taking as his subject a major figure like
Hardy, Nemesvari provocatively implies the ways in which sensationalism was, in many ways, central to Victorian literary culture as a whole.
Despite the wealth of scholarship on sensation fiction, which I have only touched on within this essay, there remain under-explored avenues of enquiry. For instance, the precise nature of the relationship between penny fiction and the middle-brow sensation novel has yet to be fully examined. Braddon, once again, is a key figure here, being unusual in writing for both markets. Similarly, the distinctions of generic classification within the Victorian novel, which are being increasingly questioned and rethought, can only benefit from further work on the as yet uncharted territory of the large body of neglected popular fiction. The second phase of recovery that I have identified as a current trend has the potential to bring valuable insights into our understanding of the wider field of Victorian literature, and the ways in which its different genres and formats shaped and influenced one another. For in spite of the questions such recovery poses in terms of our theorizing of literary value, the popular, and of the processes of canonicity, it also enables a fuller understanding of the dynamics at work in the nineteenth-century literary field -in terms of networks, influence, publishing practices, commerciality, and readerships.
